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Commercial value boom 
may ease home tax rates 


BY STEVE HARRISON 
AND ELY PORTILLO 


sharrison@charlotteobserver.com 


The value of commercial 
property in Mecklenburg County 
is surging, based on an early 
review by the county assessor’s 
office, which is revaluing more 
than 300,000 pieces of real 
estate this year. 

The rapid increase in the 
value of offices, apartments, 


shops and retail buildings could 
give homeowners some property 
tax relief next year, as Mecklen- 
burg reallocates tax burdens 
throughout the county. If city 
and county budgets remain 
similar, and a larger share of the 
money comes from commercial 
property owners, homeowners 
might pay less. 

While commercial property is 
up by an average of 74 percent 
since 2011, residential property 


has only increased by 29 per- 
cent, the county said. 

When the city and county set 
their budgets and tax rates in 
the summer of 2019, commer- 
cial properties will likely make 
up a bigger piece of the tax base. 
Some homeowners could see 
their property taxes remain flat 
or even decrease, depending on 
how much money the city and 
county want to raise. 

For most homeowners, the tax 


value of their home will prob- 
ably increase. But that doesn’t 
necessarily mean higher taxes. 
The city and county each set 
their own property tax rates. If 
they choose to raise the same 
amount of revenue as in 2018, 
they would have to “roll back” 
the property tax rate next year, 
to account for the higher tax 
values. The City Council and 
Mecklenburg commissioners, 
however, could choose to keep 


the tax rate the same, which 
would likely increase their bud- 
gets - and the amount property 
owners pay - significantly. 
Assessor Ken Joyner said his 
office has reviewed about 
10 percent of the county’s com- 
mercial property, mostly in 
north Mecklenburg. They have 
not yet assessed uptown com- 
mercial real estate or SouthPark, 
which are both booming. 
Assessors have reviewed 
homes in about half of the coun- 
ty’s neighborhoods. Those are 
scattered throughout the coun- 
ty, though a map provided by 
the county shows they haven’t 
assessed residential property in 
uptown or the many of the 
close-in neighborhoods - areas 
that have seen some of the big- 
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PRISON REFORM 


State acts 
to make 
prisons 
safer 


BY GAVIN OFF 
AND AMES ALEXANDER 


goff@charlotteobserver.com 
aalexander @charlotteobserver.com 


North Carolina prison 
leaders on Thursday an- 
nounced changes to make 
prisons safer, saying they will 
spend millions on equipment 
to protect employees from 
attacks and devices to detect 
smuggled cellphones. 

Their presentation to a 
panel of lawmakers follows a 
tumultuous year for the 
state’s prisons. 

In May, The Charlotte 
Observer published “Wrong 
Side of the Bars,” a five-part 
investigation showing that 
much of the corruption in the 
state’s prisons is fueled by 
the very officers who are paid 
to prevent it. 

Also last year, five prison 
employees were fatally 
wounded on the job, alleged- 
ly at the hands of inmates 
wielding scissors, hammers 
and a fire extinguisher. 

“We owe it to the public 
and to our employees to keep 
state prisons secure, and we 
owe it to our fallen employ- 
ees and their families to do 
all we can to prevent a simi- 
lar tragedy from ever hap- 
pening again,” Department 
of Public Safety Secretary 
Erik Hooks told members of 
the Justice and Public Safety 
Oversight Committee. 

To improve prison safety 
and security, department 
leaders said they plan to: 

e Spend $3.6 million on 
stab-resistant undershirts for 
certified staff members. 

Hundreds of times each 
year, N.C. inmates are dis- 
ciplined for attacking officers. 
Sometimes, they use prison- 
issued tools or use weapons 
made from sharpened metal 
or hardened plastic. 

e Spend $12.5 million on 
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Dancing with a cause, 
honoring his sister 


JOHN D. SIMMONS jsimmons@charlotteobserver.com 


Charlotte businessman John Culbertson rehearses a dance routine Thursday with Charlotte Ballet 


dancer Sarah Lapointe. They will be competing March 3 in the Dancing with the Stars of Charlotte Gala. 


m Inspired by the memory of 
public official Ruth Samuelson, 
John Culbertson braves the 
spotlight to raise money to 
fight what killed her. 


BY BRUCE HENDERSON 
bhenderson@charlotteobserver.com 


hat would it take to 

get you on a dance 

floor, just you and a 

partner under the 
spotlight, in front of nearly 
1,200 people? 

The thought would turn some 
dance-averse guys into sweaty 
puddles. Commercial real es- 
tate broker John Culbertson’s 
motivation is the warm memo- 
ry of his sister Ruth Samuelson, 
a former Mecklenburg County 
commissioner and state legisla- 
tor who died of ovarian cancer 
one year ago. 

For her, and for the chance to 
raise money to fight the aggres- 
sive disease, Culbertson and 
Charlotte Ballet dancer Sarah 
Lapointe will be among six 
teams to compete March 3 in 
the Ballet’s sixth annual 
Dancing with the Stars of 
Charlotte Gala. They’ll dance 
against pairs that include Car- 
olinas HealthCare System CEO 
Gene Woods and Central Pied- 
mont Community College Pres- 
ident Kandi Deitemeyer. 

“A friend of mine on the 
(Charlotte Ballet) board called 
and asked if I would consider 
doing it,” Culbertson said. “I 
immediately said ‘sure,’ with- 
out really being sure of what I 
was agreeing to do. Her remark 
was that she’d never had 
anyone commit so quickly. 
That’s when I knew I was in 
trouble.” 

He and Samuelson, Charlotte 
natives, were especially close 
siblings despite their political 
differences - she was a Repub- 
lican leader while Culbertson is 
an active Democrat. “Ruth was 
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